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Abstract
In Western cultural context, grandiose (overt) narcissism has been shown to be either unrelated or negatively related to negative
mental health (depression, suicide ideation). Grandiose narcissism may be differently related to depression and suicide ideation
variables in Eastern cultural contexts. The current study therefore aims to investigate associations between grandiose narcissism,
depression, and suicide ideation in a sample of metropolitan Chinese students as well as in a sample of German students. A total
of N = 935 Chinese students (73.3% female;Mage = 22.62, SDage = .89) and of N = 389 German students (75.6% female;Mage =
23.13, SDage = 2.94) completed paper-and-pencil and/or online measures of grandiose narcissism, depression, and suicide
ideation. Grandiose narcissism was positively associated with depression and suicide ideation in Chinese students. Depression
fully mediated the association between grandiose narcissism and suicide ideation – controlling for gender, age, and survey
method. In contrast, in the German sample, no significant associations could be found. Grandiose narcissism obviously has
different consequences in China than in Germany.
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Introduction

Increase of trait narcissism has been reported for Western
countries (Twenge et al. 2008). Even though Chinese samples
have been shown to be less individualistic and more collectiv-
istic compared with European Americans (Oyserman et al.
2002), recent studies focusing on Chinese samples also dem-
onstrated an increasing trend of narcissism (Cai et al. 2012)
and individualism (Hamamura and Xu 2015) – especially in

young adults (under 30 years) living in metropolitan China
(Chen 2009; Kwan et al. 2009). Nonetheless, cross-cultural
psychological research continues to show that collectivistic
processes are more prevalent among Chinese relative to
Westerners (e.g., Han and Northoff 2008) and that American
students display greater narcissism scores than Chinese stu-
dents (Meisel et al. 2016).

Previous research (e.g., Krizan and Herlache 2018; Pincus
and Lukowitsky 2010; Wink 1991) emphasized the distinction
between two different subtypes/forms of narcissism: grandiose
(overt) and vulnerable (covert). Both share a common narcis-
sistic core characterized by entitlement, self-importance, low
need for intimacy, low empathy, and self-centeredness (e.g.,
Brailovskaia and Bierhoff 2018; Campbell 2005; Hepper
et al. 2014; Krizan and Herlache 2018; Miller and Campbell
2008; Rohmann et al. 2019). However, while grandiose nar-
cissism is defined by exhibitionism, hubris, success-orienta-
tion, and extraversion, vulnerable narcissism is characterized
by defensiveness, insecurity, and resentment (Brailovskaia and
Margraf 2016; Dickinson and Pincus 2003; Hanke et al. 2019;
Krizan and Herlache 2018; Rogoza et al. 2018; Rohmann et al.
2012; Rose 2002). Individuals with an enhanced level of gran-
diose narcissism often present themselves as charming interac-
tion partners and initiate many superficial social interactions.
In contrast, vulnerable narcissists tend to social anxiety and
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social avoidance (Brailovskaia and Bierhoff 2016, 2018).
Corresponding to its typical characteristic, grandiose narcis-
sism is often considered as the adaptive form of narcissism,
while vulnerable narcissism is termed as the maladaptive/
pathological form of narcissism that is positively linked to
depression and anxiety symptoms (e.g., Brailovskaia and
Bierhoff 2016; Miller et al. 2014; Pincus et al. 2009).

Most studies that previously described an increase of nar-
cissism (e.g., Cai et al. 2012; Twenge et al. 2008; Twenge and
Foster 2008, 2010), investigated the grandiose subtype. In the
vast majority of (cross-cultural) research (e.g., Brailovskaia
and Bierhoff 2016: Germany and Russia; Żemojtel-
Piotrowska et al. 2018: Japan, Poland, and the United
Kingdom) this form of narcissism is measured using the
Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI; Raskin and Terry
1988), a self-report dimensional measure of narcissism. The
NPI was originally developed with reference to the DSM-III
criteria of narcissistic personality disorder (American
Psychological Association 1980) including a grandiose sense
of self-importance, a preoccupation with fantasies of unlimit-
ed success, power, brilliance, entitlement, the expectation of
special favors as well as interpersonal exploitativeness. In ac-
cordance with this description, results of “experimental and
correlational research describe individuals with high NPI
scores as being manipulative, self-enhancing, prone to aggres-
sion, and exhibiting a dominant interpersonal style” (Cain
et al. 2008, p. 643).

Nevertheless, research also demonstrates that the grandiose
narcissism is associated with positive characteristics: As such,
grandiose narcissism has been shown to be positively associ-
ated with positive mental health variables inWestern countries
(e.g., life satisfaction, subjective happiness, social support;
Brailovskaia et al. 2017; Brailovskaia and Margraf 2016),
whereas no or negative associations between this form of nar-
cissism and negative mental health (e.g., depression, anxiety,
stress) have been shown: For example, Brailovskaia et al.
(2017) found both negative and non-significant associations
between grandiose narcissism and depression in a series of
studies investigating narcissism in German student samples.
In like manner, some studies found negative associations be-
tween grandiose narcissism – as assessed with the NPI – and
suicide ideation/behavior (Freudenstein et al. 2012;
Svindseth et al. 2008), whereas others found no associ-
ation between grandiose narcissism and suicide ideation/
behavior (Pincus et al. 2009; Schoenleber et al. 2011).
As such, one may speculate that Western societies offer
sufficient possibilities to live out grandiose narcissistic ten-
dencies and to receive positive feedback (Twenge and
Campbell 2009; Twenge et al. 2008) – resulting in positive
mental health outcomes.

However, it might be that grandiose narcissism is different-
ly related to mental health variables in a non-Western cultural
context. As such, in an Eastern cultural context that strongly

emphasizes interpersonal harmony and humbleness (Chang
et al. 2004; Markus and Kitayama 1991; Triandis 1989), the
need for personal recognition, attention and admiration that is
especially high in grandiose narcissists (Rohmann et al. 2019)
may receive little confirmation, which in turnmay increase the
risk for depression and suicide ideation. Prevalence of depres-
sion among Chinese students is high (Lei et al. 2016) and
suicide ideation/behavior – though less commonly reported
than in Western countries (Nock et al. 2014) – is an important
public health issue in China (Lee et al. 2007). It is long known,
that rates of suicidal ideation/behavior show significant cul-
tural variations (Colucci and Lester 2013). Yet, to the best of
our knowledge, little is known about differential relations be-
tween grandiose narcissism, depression and suicide ideation
in Western and Eastern societies.

On this background, the current study aims at examining
culturally specific factors associated with depression and sui-
cide ideation. Therefore, relationships between grandiose nar-
cissism, depression, and suicide ideation in a sample of met-
ropolitan Chinese students and in a sample of German stu-
dents were investigated. We hypothesized that (1.) grandiose
narcissism is positively associated with depression and suicide
ideation in China, whereas it is not associated with depression
and suicide ideation in Germany, and that (2.) depression me-
diates the impact of grandiose narcissism on suicide ideation
in Chinese students, whereas there is no mediation in German
students.

Method

Participants

The present study belongs to the ongoing BOOM (Bochum
Optimism andMental Health) research program, which inves-
tigates risk and protective factors of mental health (Margraf
and Schneider 2017). Between October and December 2016,
data of 935 Chinese students from a large university in
Shanghai (73.3% female; age: M = 22.62, SD = .89, range:
20–28) were collected by a self-report survey (paper-and-pen-
cil: 74.1%; online: 25.9%; t-tests revealed no significant dif-
ferences of the investigated variables between both collection
methods). Simultaneously, data of 389 German students from
a large university in Bochum (75.6% female; age:M = 23.13,
SD = 2.94, range: 18–31) were collected by an online self-
report survey. Both surveys included the same questionnaires
in the national language of the sample (Chinese or German),
which have been earlier validated in these languages (e.g.,
Brailovskaia et al. 2017; Kwan et al. 2009; Schönfeld et al.
2016; Siegmann et al. 2018; Wang et al. 2016). In both coun-
tries, participants were properly instructed and gave their in-
formed consent to participate. Participation was voluntary and
not compensated. The study was approved by the responsible
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Ethics Committee. All national regulations and laws regarding
human subjects research were followed.

Measures

Narcissistic Personality Inventory 13 (NPI-13; Gentile et al.
2013; Chinese version: Zhou et al. 2009; German version:
Brailovskaia et al. 2017). Grandiose narcissism was measured
with the brief version of the well-established NPI that consists
of 13 items rated in a forced-choice format: A = narcissistic (=
1; e.g., “I like to look at myself in the mirror”) vs. B = non-
narcissistic (= 0; e.g., “I am not particularly interested in
looking at myself in the mirror”). Despite its shortness, the
NPI-13 preserves the conceptual breadth of the full-length ver-
sion of the NPI that contains 40 items (Raskin and Terry 1988).
Brailovskaia et al. (2017) demonstrated a high correspondence
of results between this short NPI version and the NPI-40, as
well as a high stability of the NPI-13 over the time course of
one year. Earlier reported internal scale reliability:
Cronbach’s α = .67–.76 (Brailovskaia et al. 2017), cur-
rent reliability: China: α = .65 (mean interitem correla-
tion: rmi = .13); Germany: α = .60 (rmi = .11).

Depression-Anxiety-Stress Scales 21 (DASS-21):
Depression Scale (DASS-D; Lovibond and Lovibond 1995;
Chinese version: Wang et al. 2016; German version: Nilges
and Essau 2015). Depression over the past week was assessed
using the seven items of the DASS-21 depression subscale
(e.g., “I couldn’t seem to experience any positive feeling at
all”) –which is a cross-culturally well-established and validat-
ed instrument – rated on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = did not
apply to me at all; 3 = applied to me very much or most of the
time). Earlier reported scale reliability: α = .91 (Lovibond and
Lovibond 1995), current reliability: China: α = .88 (rmi = .46),
Germany: α = .90 (rmi = .53).

Suicidal Behaviors Questionnaire – Revised: Suicide
Ideation Subscale (SBQ-R; Osman et al. 2001; German ver-
sion: Glaesmer et al. 2018). Suicide ideation over the last
twelve months was assessed using Item 3 of the SBQ-R
(i.e., “How often have you thought about killing yourself in
the past year?”) answered on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never;
5 = very often (five or more times)). The SBQ-R item has been
translated into Chinese by means of a translation-back-
translation procedure according to the relevant guide-
lines for the translation of psychometric instruments
(Hambleton 2001) and has been used in prior cross-cultural
research (Siegmann et al. 2018).

Statistical Analyses

Statistical analyses were conducted with the software program
R (package lavaan; Rosseel 2012), the Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences (SPSS) 24 and the macro Process version
2.16.1 (www.processmacro.org/index.html; Hayes 2012).

Considering previous concerns about the measurement
invariance (MI) of the NPI-13 (see Żemojtel-Piotrowska
et al. 2018), first, the MI for this instrument was investigated
(estimation method: weighted least squares mean and vari-
ance, WLSMV). Then, associations between the investigated
variables were assessed by zero-order bivariate correlations.
In both samples, a mediation model (Process: model 4) was
calculated with the basic relationship between grandiose nar-
cissism (predictor, X) and suicide ideation (outcome, Y)
(path c, total effect). The path of grandiose narcissism
to depression (mediator, M) was denoted by a; the path
of depression to suicide ideation was denoted by b. The
combined effect of path a and path b represented the
indirect effect. Path c’ denoted the direct effect of gran-
diose narcissism to suicide ideation after the inclusion
of depression. The mediation effect was assessed by the
bootstrapping procedure (10.000 samples) that provides accel-
erated confidence intervals (95%CI), controlling for age, gen-
der, and survey method. PM (the ration of indirect effect to
total effect) served as mediation effect measure.

Results

As presented in Table 1, the test of MI for the NPI-13 across
both samples revealed full configural invariance.

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics and results of the
correlation analyses of both samples. Suicide ideation over the
past twelvemonths was found in 12% (n = 112) of the Chinese
sample and in 24.4% (n = 95) of the German sample. While in
the Chinese sample, grandiose narcissism was positively
correlated with depression and suicide ideation, no sig-
nificant correlations were found in the German sample.
In both samples, depression and suicide ideation were
positively interrelated.

As presented in Fig. 1a, the bootstrapped mediation analy-
sis demonstrated that depression fully mediated the relation-
ship between grandiose narcissism and suicide ideation in the
Chinese sample (c: p = .0126; c’: p = .2980). The indirect
effect (ab) became significant, b = .013, SE = .004, 95% CI
[.007;.022]; PM: b = .605, SE = 5.612, 95% CI
[.300;2.085]. In contrast, no significant mediation of de-
pression in the relationship between grandiose narcissism and
suicide ideation was found in the German sample (see Fig. 1b)
(c: p = .3739; c’: p = .7151; ab: b = −.012, SE = .012, 95% CI
[−.035;.010]; PM: b = .649, SE = 27.485, 95% CI
[−.771;27.772]).

Discussion

The current study aimed to investigate associations between
grandiose narcissism that is often considered as the adaptive
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form of narcissism (Miller et al. 2014), depression, and suicide
ideation in metropolitan Chinese students and in German stu-
dents. The test of MI revealed only full configural invariance
for the NPI-13 as a whole scale that assessed grandiose nar-
cissism in the present study. Configural invariance ensures
that the investigated construct “exists across cultures and that
the form of the scale is equal across these cultures” (Bieda
et al. 2017; p. 3). While this form of invariance allows the
comparison of result pattern between samples, further com-
parisons, for example of means, cannot be conducted (see e.g.,
Bieda et al. 2017; Hirschfeld and Von Brachel 2014; Little
1997; Meredith 1993; Tucker et al. 2006; Vandenberg and
Lance 2000). Thus, considering the aim of the present study
to investigate whether similar result pattern may occur in both
included samples, configural invariance was appropriate.

Our findings revealed divergent result patterns in both sam-
ples: In the Chinese sample, grandiose narcissism was (1.)
positively associated with depression and suicide ideation
and (2.) depression fully mediated the association between
grandiose narcissism and suicide ideation. In the German sam-
ple, grandiose narcissism was neither significantly related nei-
ther to depression nor to suicide ideation (1., 2.).

The result pattern of the Chinese sample stands in marked
contrast to the result pattern of the German sample as well as
of previous investigations on the association between grandi-
ose narcissism and suicide ideation/behavior in Western cul-
tural context: Studies using the NPI either found no associa-
tion or a negative association between grandiose narcissism
and suicide ideation/behavior (Freudenstein et al. 2012;

Pincus et al. 2009; Schoenleber et al. 2011; Svindseth et al.
2008). However, in Chinese students a positive association
was found: It may well be that grandiose narcissism is
rewarded less in an Eastern cultural context, narcissists may
therefore receive less positive feedback which may negatively
impact their self-esteem and exposes them to the risk of de-
veloping depression and suicide ideation. It may also be that
Chinese individuals evaluate their narcissistic tendencies as
inadequate and inappropriate themselves (i.e., even in the ab-
sence of negative interpersonal feedback). A more fine-
grained study is necessary to understand the exact mecha-
nisms underlying the association between grandiose narcis-
sism, depression, and suicide ideation.

Irrespective of the exact mechanisms, the current study
showed that narcissism is more likely to go along with depres-
sion and suicide ideation in an Eastern cultural context, such
as China, where living-out of narcissistic tendencies potential-
ly contradicts the societal standards, than in a Western society
such as Germany. Current findings gain importance when
considering the prior reported increase of narcissistic tenden-
cies in China (e.g., Cai et al. 2012). However, as no measure
was used to assess the cultural orientation of individualism
and collectivism in the current study, present results are not
directly attributable to these major cultural dimensions. In
order to develop a more precise understanding of potential
cultural differences, it is indispensable to use a corresponding
measure in future studies. Against this background, the find-
ings described here should be regraded as preliminary. In gen-
eral, it might also be that cultural differences are less

Table 1 Test of measurement invariance for the NPI-13

NPI with three subscales Model fit indices Model comparison test

WLSMV χ2 df χ2(df) CFI RMSEA Comparison scaled Δχ2 Δdf p

German sample 123,712 62 123,712 (62) .946 .051

Chinese sample 213,458 62 213,458 (62) .938 .051

Model 1. configural invariance 337,171 124 337,171 (124) .940 .051

Model 2. metric invariance 467,603 134 467,603 (134) .907 .061 2 vs. 1 39,34 10 <.001

NPINarcissistic Personality Inventory;WLSMVWeighted Least SquaresMean and Variance;CFIComparative Fit Index; RMSEARootMean Square of
Approximation

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations of grandiose narcissism, depression and suicide ideation

Chinese sample (N = 935) German sample (N = 389)

M (SD) Min–Max (2) (3) M (SD) Min–Max (2) (3)

(1) Grandiose Narcissism 3.59 (2.45) 0–12 .192** .107** 3.86 (2.38) 0–13 −.057 −.048
(2) Depression 1.90 (3.05) 0–21 .355** 5.29 (4.88) 0–21 .523**

(3) Suicide Ideation 1.17 (.53) 1–5 1.48 (.99) 1–5

M Mean; SD Standard Deviation; Min Minimum; Max Maximum.

**p < .01
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categorically than gradual: As such, narcissistic personality
disorder – in contrast to grandiose narcissism – has been found
to be positively associated with suicide ideation and suicide
attempts in American studies (Ansell et al. 2015; Heisel et al.
2007). As such, culturally divergent limits of tolerance for
narcissism and their impact on those affected should be sub-
ject to further studies.

In general, it has to be emphasized that there were large
differences in the rate of suicide ideation between the German
and Chinese sample. This finding is in line with a previous

study showing that suicide ideation and suicidal behaviors ex-
hibit a low prevalence in metropolitan China (Lee et al. 2007).
It may be argued that people in urban China have good mental
health. However, there might also be a systematic downward
bias toward reporting suicide ideation and suicidal behaviors in
China (Lee et al. 2007). Future studies should clarify whether
the increase in narcissism in metropolitan China is associated
with an increase in depression and suicide ideation.
Additionally, it should be investigated whether our results
might be replicated in a sample from rural area of China.

Fig. 1 aMediationmodel including grandiose narcissism (X), depression
(M), and suicide ideation (Y) in China. b Mediation model including
grandiose narcissism (X), depression (M), and suicide ideation (Y) in

Germany. Note. c = total effect, c’ = direct effect; b = standardized regres-
sion coefficient, SE = standard error, CI = confidence interval
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There are several limitations to the present study. First,
reliance on self-report measures renders the results susceptible
to socially desirable responses. Second, the cross-sectional
study design precludes the determination of causality. To
make causal statements the cross-sectional research should
be expanded by longitudinal prospective studies that consider
the longitudinal course of the described associations of the
investigated variables (see Kraemer et al. 1997). Third, gen-
eralization of the results towards other age or societal groups
than university students is not possible, since the study fo-
cused only on this highly-educated population. Fourth,
suicide ideation was only assessed with the respective
item of the SBQ-R instead of a more comprehensive
method. Yet, there is strong evidence for the predictive ability
and relevance of single items assessing suicide ideation
(Green et al. 2015).

Furthermore, in the current study, only the grandiose form
of narcissism was included in the investigation. Thus, future
studies are suggested to investigate whether same result pat-
tern may be found for the vulnerable narcissism which previ-
ously has been described as the pathological form of narcis-
sism and was linked to variables of negative mental health
(Miller and Campbell 2008).

Moreover, the NPI – although the most widely used mea-
sure to assess trait narcissism – has been criticized for an array
of content and psychometric issues (Cain et al. 2008). In the
current study, both samples revealed a low reliability of the
NPI. Note that corresponding to Ackerman et al. (2011) the
NPI-40 (Raskin and Terry 1988) consists of three subscales
(i.e., leadership/authority, LA; grandiose exhibitionism, GE;
entitlement/exploitativeness, EE) which may be considered
separately when investigating grandiose narcissism. The brief
NPI-13 preserves this conceptual breadth of the NPI-40
(Brailovskaia et al. 2017). In the present study, however, due
to the low reliability of the single subscales of the NPI-13 in
both samples (reliability of NPI-13 subscales: German sam-
ple: LA: α = .59, GE: α = .54, EE: α = .45; Chinese sample:
LA: α = .57, GE: α = .58, EE: α = .43), only the total NPI
score was considered (see Kanyongo et al. 2007; Kline 1999;
Mohajan 2017). If future studies may find higher reliability of
the NPI-subscales, they could investigate the association be-
tween grandiose narcissism, depression, and suicide ideation
on the single facet level of the NPI.

Note that the reliability level depends inter alia on the num-
ber of items of the investigated scale (Cortina 1993), therefore,
the low number of items included in the single subscales of the
NPI-13 (LA and EE: four items; GG: five items) might at least
partly explain their low reliability. A further reason for the low
reliability of the NPI-subscales might be the forced-choice
response format of this instrument which was often criticized
by previous research (e.g., Ackerman et al. 2016; Miller et al.
2018; Wetzel et al. 2016). To increase reliability, this response
format could be replaced by a Likert-type scale format (Grosz

et al. 2019), which however, might also change the factor
structure of this instrument (see Ackerman et al. 2016).

Additionally, it should be emphasized that in the present
study tests of MI for the NPI-13 across both samples revealed
only full configural invariance (see Bieda et al. 2017).
Therefore, data were only suitable for comparison of result
pattern between both samples. They should be treated with
caution as they do not allow direct comparisons of for exam-
ple the mean level of narcissism between both samples. Thus,
it might be helpful to use other measures of narcissism in
future studies to enable direct cross-cultural comparisons of
grandiose narcissism and to better understand the associations
of this construct.

To conclude, the present study demonstrated that grandiose
narcissism is positively associated with depression and suicide
ideation in Chinese students, but not in German stu-
dents. Experience of depression represents an underlying
mechanism of the relationship between narcissism and
suicide ideation.
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